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Mummifying Alan: Documentary Review

Introduction
Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret, originally released in 2011 and later broadcasted in 2013, directed by Kenny Scott, is an unconventional documentary that explores the intersection between ancient history and modern science. The film follows an unprecedented experiment in which scientists attempt to recreate the centuries old mummification techniques of Ancient Egypt using the body of Alan Billis, a willing volunteer for the project. The documentary seeks to reveal methods through which Egyptian funerary embalmers were able to preserve bodies to the modern day by combining forensic science and archaeology. Simultaneously, it offers a profoundly human narrative, as Alan’s decision prompts ethical and moral questioning into death, consent and scientific advancement. The documentary appears to be aimed at a broad audience, particularly those interested in history or science, and is accessible to general viewers due to its clear explanations. 

Purpose & Summary
The purpose of Mummifying Alan seems to be to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the Ancient Egyptian process of mummification through a modern scientific experiment. The objective is the illustrate the potential of contemporary methods to investigate historical practices through experimental archaeology, while simultaneously emphasising the dedication and skill of the ancients who would have carried out this process. The documentary conveys multiple messages, such as the fact that science can assist in understanding the practices of history, as well as that such discoveries frequently necessitate human perseverance and collaboration. It also prompts the audience to contemplate the emotional and intellectual consequences of such experiments by addressing fundamental questions of ethics, mortality and the role of informed consent in scientific advancement through Alan Billis’ decision to donate his body.
Alan Billis, a terminally ill man who died of lung cancer in 2011, volunteered to have his body mummified after death. The documentary follows a team of Egyptologists and forensic experts as they attempt to replicate the procedure, following the example of the 18th Dynasty mummies of Queen Tiye and her family. It follows each stage of preparation, documentation, and eventual mummification of Alan in detail, key events including decades of study on the topic beforehand, testing preservation techniques, and finally conducting the procedure on Alan. The documentary is filmed in the United Kingdom, in the laboratory settings the experiment takes place, with reference and inclusion of images of the historical context.

Filmmaking
The documentary Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret is both engaging and informative due to the filmmaking. The images throughout the film are reasonably sharp and clear, with obvious allowances for it being over a decade old. The laboratory sequences, which employ close up shots to illustrate the intricate processes of mummification, allowing the audience to gain a reasonably comprehensive understanding of the scientific process, while also emphasising the care and respect shown towards Alan’s body. The lighting is often clinical and bright in these laboratory settings, which helps set and reinforce the scientific, and therefore authoritative tone of the documentary, particularly in reference to perhaps lesser educated members of the public concerning Egyptology. The camera work varies between observational and more structured views. Close up shots are frequently used during the mummification process to highlight textures, tools, and techniques, as well as accurately documenting previous or pre-procedure decay, as well as post treatment. Medium shots are employed in interviews to focus on the experts speaking, and occasional wide shots of the laboratory setting, helping to place the interviews and procedure in context. The sensitive subject material of the documentary necessitates a serious and respectful atmosphere, which is achieved through steady, controlled camera movements. The use of nuanced visual enhancements, such as diagrams, reconstructions and clips of actual 18th Dynasty mummies, such as that of Queen Tiye, is employed to illustrate ancient techniques and modern processes, despite the limited use or availability of special effects. The use of real images of historical mummies support understanding without overpowering the documentary.
Interviews are a central feature of the documentary, and they offer valuable insight into the emotional and scientific aspects of the project. The audience is provided with an explanation of the historical context and technical methods by experts in the field, such as Joann Fletcher, an Egyptologist who worked alongside Dr. Stephen Buckley.

Perspective & Impact
[bookmark: _Int_OQwleKWP]The documentary leaves a lasting impression on the viewer through a combination of personal narrative and scientific investigation. It primarily focuses on the perspectives of scientists and experts conducting the mummification procedure, offering a comprehensive and informative examination of the technical obstacles that were present. Their explanations and contributions were instructional and thought provoking, and facilitated the comprehension of the precision and complexity necessary to replicate the techniques of Ancient Egypt. Alan’s family input and his own perspectives contributed to the emotional dimension, emphasising the ethical considerations and human courage that were required for the experiment to take place. While the documentary was informative and well structured, it was quite graphic which made some scenes reasonably hard to watch. Despite this and potentially as a result of this, it effectively conveyed the risks and realities of the experiment, resulting in a more tangible and grounding viewing experience. The documentary was not extremely captivating in terms of dramatision or excitement, however, it succeeded in encouraging reflection on mortality, consent, and the human aspect of experimental archaeology and scientific research. Overall, it made it easy to appreciate the balance between technicality and individuality, and a more profound comprehension of traditional practices was achieved through it.

Conclusion
In conclusion, Mummifying Alan: Egypt’s Last Secret is an informative and mentally stimulating documentary that effectively integrates personal narrative, science and history. Despite the fact some scenes were quite graphic, the film effectively conveys the technical intricacy of ancient mummification and the ethical dilemmas presented within related research. It stimulates the viewer’s contemplation of morality, consent, and the human, non-clinical aspects of experimentation by offering a variety of perspectives, whether those are from a scientist or expert, or the otherwise ‘normal’ Alan and his family. It provides valuable learning opportunities and insights, despite not being overtly sensational or dramatic. It could easily be recommended to anyone with an interest in history, science, or even philosophy, as it effectively balances these topics.
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